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stem perches before another foray above the

fire.

Ali and Ripley (1968-1974), mention this

behaviour in their account of Black Drongo

feeding habits. However, on 31st January we
observed 4 Ashy Drongos ( Dicrurus leuco-

phaeus ), and 30+ Ashy Wood-Swallows

( Artamus fuscus ), feeding in a similar man-

ner with c. 50 Black Drongos. The Wood-
Swallows usually fed at a greater height than
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the Drongos, and were never seen to land. In

addition, 3 Black-shouldered Kites ( Elanus

caeruleus ), fed low over the same area, also

in close association with the fire-front, and

were thought to be looking for fleeing small

terrestrial prey.

In view of the large number of insects driven

out of such an area it is perhaps surprising

that no more species were seen capitalizing on

this rich food supply.
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7. OCCURRENCEOF THE GREATCRESTEDGREBE, PODICEPS
CRISTATUS (LINNE) AT RANCHI, BIHAR

In November last Mrs. Marie Palit who
lives at Ranchi, Bihar, wrote to me about some

water birds which had over the last few years

started visiting the water-supply lakes nearby.

They occurred in large numbers over 300 at a

time. Mrs. Palit said that they resembled a

large grebe a picture of which she sent me
from an American magazine and I suggested

that it may be the Great Crested Grebe, Podi-

ceps crist at us (Linne) of which the nearest

record appeared to be one(?) seen by Mr. Hor-

ace Alexander (Indian Handbook 1 p. 3)

at Puri, Orissa.

In the meantime, my wife visited Ranchi

and Mrs. Palit took her down to one of the

lakes and they saw 40-50 birds in the distance.

The lake was clear of weeds. Later Mrs. Palit

sent in pieces of two specimens which are no

doubt of this species. I wrote to Mr. Alexander

for more information but though he remem-

bered that he saw it in December 1946 in

Orissa he did not recollect whether this was

on salt or fresh water but the fact that he

wrote to Salim Ali must mean, he said, that it

was a relatively exciting record. He wrote

again saying he had found his notebook which

referred to 40-50 birds at Puri Lake on 25

December 1946 and again an uncounted num-

ber seen on 1st January 1947.

This species is accepted as a winter visitor

entering from the north-west, extending as far

south as Gujarat in the west and eastwards
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along the north into Assam and Manipur.

On the eastern side the southernmost record is

the one from Puri referred to above while Xn-

glis quotes a few records from much further

north in the Madhubani Sub-Division of

Darbhanga District in Tirhut (JBNHS 16 p.

342). The present records are from over 200

miles southwards, but Mrs. Palit was informed

that they have been seen here over the last

few years only. They are locally known as

Siberian duck and often caught at night in

75 Abdul Rehman Street,

Bombay 400 003,

March 25, 1982.

nets laid for fish.

In her last letter Mrs. Palit said one was
obtained on 13th March, “when only about

100 birds were left, and all had gone by 20th

March”.

In the absence of earlier records it would
appear that they have started visiting this area

in fairly recent years and it would be interest-

ing to try and determine to what factor this

change in migratory limits further southwards

can be attributed.
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8. WINTERFOODOFSPOTTEDOWLET, ATHENEBRAMAINDICA

A group of six Spotted owlets, Athene brama

indica which roosted on a Eucalyptus earned-

dulensis very close to our laboratory, were

regularly observed to study their social be-

haviour. We also analysed their faecal pellets

during winter to study their food. The identi-

fiable contents were sorted from the faecal

pellets and analysed by gravimetric method

(Table 1) following Southern (1969).

It is observed that during the month of

December about 60 per cent of their food was

composed of various types of insects but dur-

ing January their food consisted pre-domin-

antly of rodents (60.2%). The mandibles

which were found intact in the faecal pellets

were identified to be mostly of the Field

mouse, Mus sp. Eucalyptus seeds, small peb-

bles and lime particles also occurred in the

faecal pellets. Apparently they are taken for

assisting in the grinding of food.

In the Central Research Farm of the Insti-

tute (about 400 hectares) the rodent popula-

tion is constituted mostly by Tat era indica

(43.8%), Meriones hurrianae (28.9%), Ger-

billus nanus indus (24.0%) but other rodents

also occur in low numbers: G. gleadowi

Table 1

Per cent occurrence of various undigested items

in the faecal pellets of Athene brama indica

Items 1st week

of

December

Last week

of

January

Ave.

winter

food

INSECTS 59.79 34.15 46.7

Hemiptera 4.68 2.43 3.5

Hymenoptera 0.85 1.62 1.2

Coleoptera

Carabidae 1.71 3.25 2.5

Scarabaeidae 23.50 0.81 12.0

Tenebrionidae 18.80 14.63 16.7

Misc. unid. insects 10.25 11.41 10.8

RODENTS 28.19 60.22 44.2

Jaws, bones of

Rodents 9.40 18.76 14.1

Fur 0.85 0.81 0.8

Semi-digested

material 17.94 40.65 29.3

PLANT MATTER
Eucalyptus seeds 1.28 0.81 1.0

PEBBLES 11.96 4.06 8.0
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